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Abstract 
An accounting graduate should not only possess technical knowledge, but also core 
competencies and pervasive skills necessary to meet the needs of employers and society as a 
whole. This study is centred on the undergraduate accounting programme of a South African 
university where several sponsored projects are offered to develop these skills. Purposive 
sampling was used to gain insights into the perceptions of students on whether these skills were 
developed throughout their degree. It was found that the students perceived a wide range of 
pervasive skills to be developed through their participation in the sponsored projects. These 
findings are consistent with literature, which emphasises the importance of such skills in the 
students’ future careers. Most notably, students gained a better understanding of the role of an 
accountant through their participation in the sponsored projects as well as finding them 
effective learning experiences. The challenges reported by students were the social aspect and 
the ability to work successfully in a team. 
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1.  Introduction  
The accounting curriculum should not only impart technical accounting content, but also core 
competencies and pervasive skills necessary to meet the needs of employers and society as a 
whole (de Villiers, 2010). The integration of such skills into the accounting curriculum is 
necessary but complicated, as educators need to find time and resources to incorporate these 
into the entire accounting education experience (Al-Htaybat, von Alberti-Alhtaybat & 
Alhatabat, 2018; Stoner & Milner 2010). The accounting profession is also experiencing 
massive changes and disruptions due to new technologies, which are expected to continue well 
into the future. Innovations such as cloud computing, blockchain, innovative software, the 
Internet of Things and mobile accounting have already changed the way that accountants 
perform their work (Al-Htaybat et al., 2018; Verduyn, 2019). Artificial intelligence, machine 
learning, data analytics and augmented reality are also causing changes, and how exactly these 
will affect the future working environment of an accountant in the Fourth Industrial Revolution 
is still uncertain (Kotb, Abdel-Kader, Allam, Halabi & Franklin, 2019; Moll & Yigitbasioglu, 
2019). The accounting curriculum should therefore emphasise continuous learning, problem-
solving and the ability to adapt to these massive changes (Al-Htaybat et al., 2018). 
  In the South African context, a university wishing to produce chartered accountant (CA) 
candidates must be accredited by the South African Institute of Chartered Accountants 
(SAICA). The skills and competencies required by the SAICA Competency Framework 
(SAICA, 2016) must therefore be incorporated into the curriculum. The literature suggests a 
number of ways to achieve this, notably, using an integrated approach where skills 
development is included in all modules (de Villiers, 2010); collaborative learning and even 
multi-disciplinary teams (Collet, Hine & du Plessis, 2015; de Villiers, 2010; Keevy, 2015; Smit 
& Steenkamp, 2015); real life case studies (de Villiers, 2010; Keevy, 2016; Smit & Steenkamp, 
2015; van der Merwe, 2013) and innovative assessment tools such as peer assessment and oral 
presentations (de Villiers, 2010; Stegmann & Malan, 2016). 
  Since the release of the SAICA Competency Framework in 2010 (for incorporation by 
2013), several publications have investigated the South African context. These studies have 
found that pervasive skills can be developed either through a purpose-designed, separate 
module or as part of other modules (Barac & du Plessis, 2014; Smit & Steenkamp, 2015).  It 
is, however, stressed that education programmes cannot take sole responsibility for the 
development of pervasive skills, although they can provide a safe environment where students 
can practice these skills without major business consequences (Strauss-Keevy, 2014; Viviers, 
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2016). Students, educators and employers agree that at a minimum, ethical awareness, 
communication, time management, problem-solving and basic IT skills should be developed 
before entry into the workplace (Shuttleworth, Berry, Lotter, Viviers & Leonard, 2013; van 
Romburgh & van der Merwe, 2015; Viviers, 2016).  
  Viviers, Fouche and Reitsma (2016) note that although awareness of the importance of 
pervasive skills is adequately raised within students, not enough progress has been made in the 
inclusion of these skills into course modules in a practical way. Rebele and St. Pierre (2019) 
question whether skills development is at all possible in undergraduate accounting degrees and 
stress the importance of focusing on technical accounting knowledge. They further question 
the capability of accounting educators to help students develop these skills and state that there 
is little or no evidence of tangible results. Fogarty (2019) counters their argument, stating that 
finding clear evidence of success might be problematic as the nature of pervasive skills is such 
that they only truly emerge in the heat of the professional career. However, moving back to a 
sole focus on technical knowledge is unlikely to be beneficial for current graduates as there is 
still serious uncertainty over the exact role of the future accountant (Verduyn, 2019). 
  Woods, Felder, Rugarcia and Stice (2000) state that careful consideration is needed when 
deciding to incorporate skills development into the curriculum. Only proven instructional 
strategies should be adopted based on solid research; the process should also be monitored and 
often reflected on. The pervasive skills should be put into context for students to allow them to 
make the link between the disciplinary knowledge and the skill being developed (Chan & Fong, 
2018). 
 
2. Research objective and structure 
Within the undergraduate accounting programme at the university where the study was 
conducted, several sponsored projects are undertaken by students. Important stakeholders of 
the university department and future employers of the students are the sponsors of these 
projects. The aim of these projects is to combine both technical competencies and pervasive 
skills, as required by the SAICA Competency Framework, so that a student can make sense of 
the disciplinary knowledge acquired at university in relation to practical, relevant problems 
they are likely to encounter in real life (SAICA, 2016).  
 The objective of the study and main research question is to better understand whether 
students perceive that these sponsored projects assisted them in acquiring the pervasive skills 
required by the SAICA Competency Framework. The perspective of students is of value as it 
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offers a first-hand account of their skills development experiences and the benefit derived from 
these experiences. Over the past few years, studies have investigated the perceptions of 
accounting students, providing valuable insights into their experiences (Andre & Smith, 2014; 
Grimm & Blazovich, 2016; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Shuttleworth et al., 2013; Smit & 
Steenkamp, 2015; Tymon, 2013; Viviers et al., 2016; and others). Studies on pervasive skills 
have considered the perspectives of professional bodies, employers and educators, focusing on 
what the various pervasive skills should be and the gap between the expectations of the 
professional bodies, educators and employers. However, few studies have considered the actual 
development of those skills and how students perceive this development to have taken place. 
This is an important perspective, as it is the students who need to display these skills in their 
studies and subsequently, in the working environment.   
  The objective of reflecting on the experiences of students is described in this article 
through a structured process. The next section provides a definition of pervasive skills 
according to the literature and the Competency Framework of SAICA. The discussion then 
turns to how these skills can be developed. Thereafter, the nature of the undergraduate 
programme and the sponsored projects is explained, followed by the methodology, and lastly, 
the interpretation of the results. 
 
3. Literature views   
3.1 Pervasive skills 
Pervasive skills, also known as soft, generic or employability skills, are those competencies 
and behaviours required by a graduate to be successful in the workplace (Barac & du Plessis, 
2014; Collet et al., 2015; de Villiers, 2010). For accounting professionals, that workplace is 
likely to be a changing business environment where effective interaction with people, 
leadership skills and business acumen are necessary attributes (Barac & du Plessis, 2014; de 
Villiers, 2010). 
 Since Albrecht and Sack (2000) called for a reform of accounting education some 20 
years ago, investigations have looked into the types of skills that accounting graduates should 
possess apart from subject-specific knowledge (Barac, 2009; Jackling & De Lange, 2009); the 
gap between what is expected of a graduate and what is ‘produced’ (Bui & Porter, 2010; Webb 
& Chaffer, 2016); who should take responsibility for the development of these skills (Barac & 
du Plessis, 2014; de Villiers, 2010; Strauss-Keevy, 2014; Tymon, 2013); and suggestions on 
how to incorporate these into educational programmes (Andre & Smith, 2014; Brenner, 
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Jeancola & Watkins, 2015; de Villiers, 2010; Grimm & Blazovich, 2016; Levant, Coulmont & 
Sandu, 2016; Viviers et al., 2016).  
 International accounting bodies have also developed competency frameworks or maps 
that their members should respond to, based on the framework provided by the International 
Federation of Accountants (IFAC) in International Education Standard 3 (IES3) and 
International Education Standard 4 (IES4) (IFAC, 2019). IES3 delineates four broad categories 
of skills, namely, (i) intellectual, (ii) interpersonal, (iii) personal and (iv) organisational. IES4 
focuses on professional values, ethics and attitude. The South African Institute of Chartered 
Accountants (SAICA) is also a member of IFAC and complies with these IESs.  
3.2 Competency Framework of SAICA 
SAICA developed its Competency Framework based on IES3 and IES4 and introduced it in 
2008 (Reyneke, 2016). The Framework, which was updated in 2014 and again in 2016, outlines 
the skills and competencies a South African Chartered Accountant (CA(SA)) should possess 
upon entering the profession (SAICA, 2016). A university wishing to produce CA(SA) 
candidates must be SAICA-accredited and must incorporate the skills and competencies 
required by the Competency Framework into its curriculum (SAICA, 2016). 
 The SAICA Competency Framework classifies pervasive skills into three categories: (i) 
ethical behaviour and professionalism, (ii) personal attributes and (iii) professional skills 
(SAICA, 2016). SAICA’s pervasive skills echo the skills and values of IFAC, although the 
terminology or classification are at times different (Keevy, 2015). Viviers et al. (2016) 
identified the following 12 pervasive skills based on the literature and drawn from the SAICA 
Competency Framework. These are: ethical awareness, professionalism, teamwork, time 
management, leadership, influencing others, verbal communication, listening communication, 
written communication, problem-solving, strategic thinking and critical thinking. 
3.3 Pervasive skills development 
Given the ever-expanding global marketplace, stakeholders demanding adaptable accounting 
personnel, daily changes in information technology and a skills gap still experienced in South 
Africa, the emphasis is on accounting educators to understand the importance of pervasive 
skills and incorporate these into their curriculum (Barac, 2009; de Villiers, 2010; van 
Romburgh & van der Merwe, 2015). The following section examines differing opinions 
expressed in literature on the pervasive skills identified by Viviers et al. (2016) as well as the 
teaching methods that can be used to introduce these skills into the accounting curriculum. 
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3.3.1 Ethical awareness and professionalism 
Accounting professionals are required to act ethically and adhere to a professional code of 
conduct (IFAC, 2006). Ethical behaviour is a “cornerstone of the accounting profession” and 
is therefore critically important to instil in accounting students (Barac & du Plessis, 2014, p. 
65). Corporate failures such as Enron, WorldCom and Parmalat have called into question the 
effectiveness of ethics education and whether such values can actually be taught (de Lange, 
Jacklin & Gut, 2006; Dellaportas, 2006; Naudé, 2008). The problem with such education may 
be that too much emphasis is placed on rules or codes of conduct rather than on moral 
development and reasoning (Dellaportas, 2006; Naudé, 2008).  
 It appears that ethical awareness at an undergraduate level is mainly created through a 
stand-alone module (mostly within the subject of Auditing), with limited integration into other 
modules or courses (Andre & Smith, 2014; Barac & du Plessis, 2014; Dellaportas, 2006; 
Reyneke, 2016). It is only when faced with an ethical dilemma that the awareness created at 
university level could be displayed through ethically sound decisions (Naudé, 2008; Webb & 
Chaffer, 2016). Role-playing and case studies can foster ethics and professionalism in students 
(Miller, Shawver & Mintz, 2020). The literature further suggests that problem-based scenarios 
involving an ethical dilemma should be incorporated into other modules or courses in the 
undergraduate degree, in the hope that such ethical awareness will help to turn the moral 
compass already created at an early age (Barac & du Plessis, 2014; Dellaportas, 2006; Reyneke, 
2016; Rebele & St. Pierre, 2019).  
3.3.2 Teamwork 
 Being technically competent but unable to work with others would be a definite 
shortcoming of an accountant in a corporate environment (Bui & Porter, 2010; Viviers, 2016). 
It is therefore encouraging to note that educators and employers agree that teamwork can be 
effectively established at university level (Barac & du Plessis, 2014; Viviers, 2016). There are 
several ways in which teamwork can be developed, such as using case studies, presentations, 
educational games and simulations (Arquero Montano, Jimenez Cardoso & Joyce, 2004; 
Keevy, 2015; Viviers et al., 2016). This would, in turn, also develop other important skills such 
as leadership, negotiation and the ability to influence others (Brenner et al., 2015; Keevy, 
2015).  
 There are several challenges that can be experienced with team or group work projects 
such as difficulty in understanding instructions, not all members of the group contributing 
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equally, conflict within the group and poor group dynamics (de Villiers, 2010; Keevy, 2015). 
Merely putting students in groups allows much of the learning to occur by chance (Tan, 2019). 
Teamwork therefore requires active facilitation and involvement by the lecturer for it to 
succeed, as well as appropriate assessment strategies (Wells, Gerbic, Kranenburg & Bygrave, 
2009). 
3.3.3 Time management 
Time management is part of a student’s ability to self-manage where they assume more 
responsibility for their own learning. This could be addressed through a blended learning 
approach, where face-to-face interaction is coupled with activities that the student must 
complete in their own time (Barac & du Plessis, 2014). Heads of departments in SAICA-
accredited universities indicated that their departments imposed strict deadlines for 
assignments, time limits on tests and exams and even restricted access to lectures once the start 
time had elapsed in order to encourage time management skills (Barac & du Plessis, 2014). In 
their comparison of skills development in business and engineering students, Chang and Fong 
(2018) noted that business students scored higher on the importance of self-management skills 
with an emphasis on time management and punctuality. 
3.3.4 Leadership and influencing others 
SAICA (2016, p. 4) has identified leadership as a fundamental attribute of a CA(SA) and 
strongly believes that “a CA(SA) should be capable of being a leader in any environment in 
which the CA functions”. Leaders should be able to solve novel, ill-defined problems and 
influence people to take appropriate action (Mumford, Zaccaro, Harding, Jacobs & Fleishman, 
2000). In their study of undergraduate accounting students, Smit and Steenkamp (2015) found 
that students perceived leadership to be poorly developed at university level. This was mirrored 
in the findings of Viviers (2016), where employers suggested that specific tasks should be given 
to students to demonstrate leadership qualities. Group work can also assist, however, this 
activity would only develop this skill in the student taking the lead (Viviers et al., 2016) unless 
a leader was assigned and rotated regularly (Brenner et al., 2015).  
3.3.5 Communication (verbal, listening, writing) 
To listen with insight and communicate effectively (in writing and in person) are critically 
important skills for an accounting professional (Andre & Smith, 2014; Barac, 2009; de Lange 
et al., 2006; Riley & Simons, 2016). It is therefore concerning that these skills are considered 
by employers to be lacking in accounting graduates (Bui & Porter, 2010; Jones, 2011; van 
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Romburgh & van der Merwe, 2015) even though academic staff are willing and confident in 
teaching and assessing written and oral communication skills more than other pervasive skills 
(de la Harpe & David, 2012; Holmes, Zhang & Harris, 2019). 
 It also appears that greater emphasis is placed on written communication skills, assessed 
through assignments, tests and examinations, whereas employers view oral communication as 
more important (Barac & du Plessis, 2014; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008). It is therefore 
suggested that the safe environment offered by a university should be utilised more effectively 
so that verbal and listening communication skills can be developed through presentations and 
mock interviews (Viviers, 2016). 
3.3.6 Problem-solving, strategic and critical thinking 
The accounting profession requires innovative people with the ability to think strategically and 
critically and possess the ability to solve real-world business problems (Reyneke, 2016). 
Critical and strategic thinking skills will be necessary to adapt to today’s constantly changing 
work environment (Cloete, 2018). Lee and Thathong (2017) affirm that critical thinking is one 
of the key 21st century skills, which can be acquired through training and practice. Educators 
should train students to be conscious of their thought processes – “thinking about your 
thinking” – and provide opportunities for practice through varied teaching approaches (Lee & 
Thathong, 2017, p. 54). These teaching approaches could include:  
• Encouraging students to ask questions during class (Lee & Thathong, 2017); 
• Intellectually-challenging assignments and integrated assessments (Barac & du Plessis, 
2014; Cloete, 2018); 
• Problem-based learning (Hansen, 2006); 
• Case studies and practical projects (Grimm & Blazovich, 2016; Keevy, 2016; Viviers 
et al., 2016); 
• Exposure to multi-disciplinary settings (Collet et al., 2015; de Villiers, 2010); and 
• Stand-alone modules such as a business enterprise skills module or a module on 
economic indicators (Andre & Smith, 2014; Gammie, Gammie & Cargill, 2002). 
3.4 Synthesis of literature perspectives 




• Accounting graduates should possess other skills apart from subject-specific 
knowledge; 
• There is an expectation gap between the skills a graduate is expected to possess versus 
the skills which have been developed; 
• There is uncertainty regarding who is responsible for the development of pervasive 
skills; 
• In the SAICA Competency Framework pervasive skills are grouped into three 
categories, namely, (i) ethical behaviour and professionalism, (ii) personal attributes 
and (iii) professional skills. From these categories, 12 pervasive skills can be extracted; 
and 
• Educators can incorporate several teaching methods, approaches and strategies into 
their teaching and learning methodologies to develop these pervasive skills in 
graduates. 
 
4. The undergraduate degree and description of the sponsored projects 
4.1 Bachelor of Accounting  
In South Africa the training of a chartered accountant commences with a three-year 
undergraduate programme known as a Bachelor of Accounting (BAcc) or Baccalaureus 
Commercii (BCom) (Accounting). Such an undergraduate programme is designed in 
consultation with SAICA to provide a well-rounded, technically-focused education that equips 
graduates with the technical knowledge, proficiency and pervasive skills needed by the 
chartered accounting profession (SAICA, 2016).  The Bachelor of Accounting programme is 
recognised as the first requirement in the training of a student to eventually practise as a 
chartered accountant. It is also designed to prepare students for the Initial Test of Competence 
(ITC) of SAICA¹.  
At the university where the study was conducted, students are exposed to individual 
and group projects (assignments) spread over the three years of their undergraduate programme 
to assist with the development of technical and pervasive skills. 
4.2 Description of sponsored projects 
4.2.1 KPMG Boardgame (Commerce 100) 
The KPMG Boardgame is played by students in the second semester of their first year as part 
of their Commerce 100 module. The board game was developed by KPMG in consultation with 
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the lecturers to expose students to strategy, decision-making and critical thinking. The board 
game is played in a similar way to Monopoly, with tokens, dice and money (KPMG bucks). 
The aim of the game is to work yourself up the corporate ladder in a company within a specific 
industry and to accumulate money as you progress. Students are asked technical questions that 
relate to their Commerce 100 studies but are also asked to explain how they would respond to 
risks, opportunities and world events within their chosen company. The game is played in 
random groups of six students, facilitated by staff from KPMG and lecturers from the 
institution. 
4.2.2 BDO Thought Leadership Project (Accounting Studies 100) 
In conjunction with the audit firm BDO, a challenging assignment is set in the Accounting 
Studies 100 module against the backdrop of a global business environment. Students are 
required to prepare a critical analysis of certain aspects of a Johannesburg Stock Exchange 
(JSE)-listed company and apply their business mind to issues of socio-economic, financial and 
environmental importance. Documents from the selected company are analysed to determine 
how the company’s business strategy has evolved over time in response to the issues that it 
faced. The individual written assignment is undertaken in various steps throughout the semester 
and replaces the students’ final examination for this module. 
4.2.3 KPMG Integrated Reporting Project (Accounting Studies 200) 
The KPMG Integrated Reporting Project is an individual written assignment in the second-year 
Accounting Studies 200 module. In the module, students are exposed to the guidelines of the 
International Framework on Integrated Reporting. For the assignment, students choose a JSE-
listed company from one of four given and assess whether that company’s integrated report 
complies with the guiding principles and content elements that should be present in an 
integrated report. This assignment requires students to search for information on their selected 
company as well as provide a written document with proper academic referencing. 
4.2.4 EY Ethical Ambassador (Governance and Citizenship) 
The EY Ethical Ambassador is a project in the second-year Governance and Citizenship 
module, which incorporates a practical element to the course and equips students with the 
pervasive skills to flourish in a corporate environment. The project consists of three parts:  a 
written business report, a formal presentation and a blog entry. The project, undertaken by 
groups of six to eight students, requires each group to choose a current, relevant and ethical 
issue in the business world and discuss its ethicality − firstly in their business report and then 
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in a presentation. The presentation is adjudicated by staff from EY and lecturers from the 
institution.  
4.2.5 Nedbank Project (Financial Management 300) 
The Nedbank Project takes on the form of a real-life case study where students work in groups 
of three to six and write a 2,500-word credit report in which they evaluate whether credit should 
be provided by the bank to a client interested in the construction of a natural gas plant. The 
report consists of several sections, including a SWOT analysis, a financial analysis of the client, 
research on other companies in the industry and the calculation of a payment schedule. The 
report ends of with a recommendation by the group on whether the credit should be extended 
to the client. 
4.2.6 PwC #ExtraAudinary (Auditing and Accounting 300) 
This integrated project combines elements of ethics, governance, auditing and accounting in a 
one-group, simulation-type assignment for students in their third year. Students must plan and 
execute an audit and answer questions that are released in a staggered approach. These 
questions include ethical issues that must be dealt with, preparing audit files, correcting audit 
faults on the schedule of audit differences, updating the annual financial statements and writing 
a technical accounting memorandum. The assignment culminates in a presentation made to the 
‘audit committee’ and is presented to staff from PwC and lecturers from the institution. 
4.3 Project descriptors (skills development tools) 
The sponsored projects are presented across the three-year undergraduate degree at the 
university where the study was conducted. Each project has a specific format and learning 
objective in order to develop both technical and pervasive skills. Each project is also assessed 
in a specific way to evaluate the students’ achievement of the objectives. Table 1 illustrates the 
six projects, the year of study in which it takes place, the format of the project, its learning 
objectives, how it is assessed and the pervasive skills expected to be developed. 
Table 1: Skills development tools 
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5.  Methodology 
To gain insight into the students’ experiences and perceptions of pervasive skills acquired 
through the sponsored projects, a mixed methods methodology was considered appropriate 
(Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007). Data was collected through a self-administered questionnaire 
using a purposive sampling technique (Palys in Given, 2008). The questionnaire contained a 
mixture of closed and open-ended questions. 
 A web-based questionnaire was administered to the participants in the first semester of 
the academic year by emailing the link to the students. The students who could participate in 
the study had to have successfully completed their undergraduate degree at the institution and 
must have participated in the sponsored projects. The questionnaire, which was derived from 
the studies of Fortin and Legault (2010), van der Merwe (2013) and Viviers et al. (2016), 
contained three sections: 
• Section 1 contained questions of a biographical nature that were used to create a 
profile of the participants. 
• Section 2 interrogated the students’ overall view of the projects through 5-point Likert 
scale statements. Each of the statements was rated from 1 to 5 (1 = strongly disagree 
and 5 = strongly agree).  
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• Section 3 consisted of two open-ended questions on the students’ view of the skills 
required by a successful CA, their overall experience in terms of the sponsored 
projects and whether they faced any challenges when completing the projects. 
 An independent statistician analysed the quantitative data by means of SPSS.  Data from 
the open-ended questions was analysed through a process of thematic content analysis 
(Henning, van Rensburg and Smit, 2004). The thematic analysis of the data progressed through 
several stages, starting with creating familiarity with the data, generating codes that lead to 
themes, reviewing the themes and defining and naming those themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  
 The mixed methods design used for this inquiry meant that quantitative and qualitative 
data was integrated into the interpretation phase. This was done to determine the extent to 
which the findings from one data collection method complemented the findings of the other. 
The approach of combining quantitative data with comments and open-ended questions 
enhanced the results, providing a richer perspective (Merino & Aucock, 2017; Viviers, 2016). 
To this end, the data was grouped into two categories − perceptions on specific skills developed 
and perceptions on the overall experience with the sponsored projects. 
 Ethical clearance was obtained from the university to distribute the questionnaire to 
students. To maintain confidentiality, the participants were assured that any information 
divulged via the questionnaires would be recorded in an anonymous manner. The students were 
also informed that their participation was voluntary and that they had the right to withdraw 
from the study at any time should they feel uncomfortable, without prejudice to them.   
The response rate was 28.5%. This response rate is higher than other web-based 
questionnaires administered in South Africa (Eiselen & Nkoutchou, 2012). It also falls within 
the range of 25% to 38%, which is specified by Marx (2008) as being acceptable in South 
Africa. Thus the response rate of 28.5% was considered sufficient for the purposes of this study. 
Certain questions on the development of pervasive skills were formulated as both a positive 
and negative statement. There was a strong correlation between the positive and negative 
statements. This reflects consistency of the responses and that there was limited respondent 





6.1 Respondent profile 
The total number of responses received from the student population was 89. Of this sample, 55 
(62%) were female and 35 (38%) were male. Almost half of the respondents (n=44 or 49%) 
spoke an indigenous South African or African language and 35 (39%) spoke English as a home 
language. The majority of the respondents (n=73 or 82%) were aged between 20 and 23.  Of 
the respondents, 53 (60%) were not first-generation students, meaning that the remaining 40% 
were the first members of their families to engage formally in higher education. 
6.2 Perceptions on specific skills developed 
In an open-ended question to the students on the skills that will be required of them to be 
successful CAs, the responses showed that the students were aware of pervasive skills and their 
importance in their future degrees. The most important skill, mentioned by 56 of the 
respondents, was that of critical thinking. This also included the notion of problem-solving, 
analysis and interpretation of information. Students further mentioned, in accordance with Al-
Htaybat et al. (2018), that a CA will need the ability to adapt to the constant changes in the 
business and financial world.  Along with the ability to change, students also stated that a CA 
will need to maintain high ethical standards at all times, never compromise and stay morally 
strong. Barac and du Plessis (2014) emphasise that ethical behaviour is the basis of the 
accounting profession and is therefore critically important to instil in accounting students. It 
was therefore promising to observe that students perceived this to be the case through their 
participation in the sponsored projects. All forms of communication were also highlighted by 
the students as being crucially important. As the question did not specify the type of skill that 
the students should consider, the least important skill that the students mentioned was technical 
skills, which included the ability to apply principles to practical scenarios and the ability to 
work on a computer.   
The following statements from students reiterate the key skills that the students believe 
a CA should possess:  
“I believe that the most important skill for a CA is ability to think critically and 
effectively, which will then allow us to apply all the theory (which is a lot by the 
way) we’ve accumulated together with high-level analytical and technical skills 
in order to make sound business decisions that emphasise value creation and 
sustainability.”  
“And the ability to adapt and embrace change to stay relevant to the society.” 
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“Technical skills are essential because this can differentiate between a CA and a 
machine during the ongoing technological developments.” 
 “Computer skills especially pervasive ones like being comfortable with working 
with Excel.” 
Thirteen items in Section 2 of the questionnaire requested students to state their views on the 
pervasive skills acquired through their exposure to the sponsored projects. The responses are 
outlined in Table 2.  
Table 2: Responses relating to the development of specific pervasive skills 
Questionnaire number and item 1 2 3 4 5 N Mean SD 
7.  Participating in the sponsored projects 
increased my ability to identify ethical 
issues and consider the appropriate 
response 
8 3 5 28 45 89 4.11 1.229 
8.  Participating in the sponsored projects 
increased my ability to think 
strategically 
7 3 6 30 43 89 4.11 1.182 
10. Participating in the sponsored projects 
increased my ability to treat others in a 
professional manner 
8 2 3 28 48 89 4.19 1.205 
13. Participating in the sponsored projects 
increased my ability to analyse and solve 
problems 
7 3 4 30 45 89 4.16 1.176 
14. Participating in the sponsored projects 
increased my ability to express ideas in 
an oral presentation 
7 4 5 29 44 89 4.11 1.201 
17. Participating in the sponsored projects 
increased my ability to communicate in 
writing in an articulate and appropriate 
manner 
7 2 4 31 45 89 4.18 1.154 
18. Participating in the sponsored projects 
increased my ability to work within a 
team. 
7 1 6 29 46 89 4.19 1.147 
20. Participating in the sponsored projects 
developed/enhanced my time 
management skills 
9 1 9 32 38 89 4.00 1.225 
22. Participating in the sponsored projects 
developed/enhanced my computer skills 
8 6 9 27 39 89 3.93 1.277 
4. The sponsored projects did not enhance 
my ability to understand and apply 
technical principles [reverse coded] 
6 7 11 22 43 89 4.00 1.243 
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12. My ethical awareness was not developed 
through the sponsored projects [reverse 
coded] 
3 6 9 17 54 89 4.46 1.105 
15. My technical knowledge and 
understanding was not enhanced 
through the sponsored projects [reverse 
coded] 
5 4 11 22 47 89 4.15 1.154 
16. The sponsored projects did not improve 
my computer skills [reverse coded] 
5 7 11 23 43 89 4.03 1.201 
Source: Authors 
 
Table 2 reveals that the majority of the students believed that participating in the sponsored 
projects increased their ability to treat others in a professional manner (Question 10) with 
85.4% agreeing or strongly agreeing with this statement. Furthermore, 85.4% of students 
considered that their ability to communicate in writing in an articulate and appropriate manner 
(Question 17) was increased through the sponsored projects. As listening with insight and 
communicating effectively (in writing and in person) are critically important skills for an 
accounting professional (Andre & Smith, 2014; Barac, 2009; de Lange et al., 2006; Riley & 
Simons, 2016), it was encouraging to note that a significant number of the students perceived 
this skill to be developed through participation in the sponsored projects.  
Students also considered that their involvement in the sponsored projects increased 
their ability to analyse and solve problems and think critically (Question 13), as well as their 
ability to work within a team (Question 18) with 84.3% of the students either agreeing or 
strongly agreeing with these statements. As noted, Lee and Thathong (2017) stress that critical 
thinking is one of the most important 21st century skills and that this skill can be acquired  
through training and practice. Bui and Porter (2010) add that being technically astute but unable 
to work with others would be a definite shortcoming of an accountant in a corporate 
environment, therefore this is an encouraging perception of the students. 
 Students further perceived that the sponsored projects increased their ability to identify 
ethical issues; this was backed up by 82% agreeing and strongly agreeing with the statement. 
This finding is supported by Fortin and Legault (2010) in their study on skills development. 
Dellaportas (2006) and Naudé (2008) contend that education may place too much emphasis on 
rules or codes of conduct rather than on moral development and reasoning. However, the 
students revealed that their ability to identify and appropriately respond to ethical issues was 
enhanced through their involvement in the projects. This is certainly indicative of pervasive 
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skills being imparted through the projects rather a mere transfer of theoretical knowledge of 
ethics. It therefore appears to have led to a deeper understanding of ethical issues. 
To a lesser but still significantly more than a moderate extent, students perceived that 
the sponsored projects enhanced their time management skills as well as their computer skills 
(Question 20 and Question 22).  
6.3 Perceptions on the overall experience of the sponsored projects 
Nine items requested the students’ views on their overall experience of the sponsored projects. 
This is shown in Table 3. 
Table 3: Responses relating to broader aspects of learning and development 
Questionnaire number and item 1 2 3 4 5 N Mean SD 
1. What I have learned from the sponsored 
projects will stay with me in the long run 
7 5 3 47 27 89 3.92 1.130 
2. Participating in the sponsored projects 
broadened my view of the role of an 
accountant. 
6 1 3 21 58 89 4.39 1.094 
3. The sponsored projects were effective 
learning experiences 
8 2 9 27 43 89 4.07 1.223 
6. Participating in the sponsored projects 
broadened my understanding of real-life 
practices 
6 3 6 28 46 89 4.18 1.144 
21. I enjoyed the social aspects of the 
sponsored projects 
9 5 10 30 35 89 3.87 1.281 
5.  I will not use what I have learned from 
the sponsored projects in my future 
studies and career [reverse coded] 
7 3 6 16 57 89 4.27 1.223 
9. Effective learning experiences were not 
provided through the sponsored projects 
[reverse coded] 
5 4 9 22 49 89 4.19 1.147 
11.  My understanding of what an 
accountant's role is, was not expanded 
through participating in the sponsored 
projects. 
5 5 15 13 51 89 4.12 1.214 
19.  The sponsored projects did not simulate 
real-life [reverse coded] 
4 5 13 27 40 89 4.06 1.112 
Source: Authors 
 
As shown in Table 3, it is encouraging that the students believed their understanding of the role 
of an accountant was broadened through the sponsored projects (Question 2), with 89% 
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agreeing and strongly agreeing with this statement. The reverse coding of Question 5 shows 
that students will use what they have learned from the sponsored projects in their future careers, 
with 82% agreement and strong agreement with this statement. This is in line with van der 
Merwe (2013), who found this statement to have the highest ranking (M = 4.73) in students 
exposed to an integrated case study and business simulation. A strong emphasis of all the 
projects is to show students a glimpse of what they might encounter in their future careers; it 
was therefore encouraging to note that 83% agreed and strongly agreed that their participation 
had broadened their understanding of real-life practices (Question 6).  
 Along with 78.6% of the students agreeing and strongly agreeing that the sponsored 
projects were effective learning experiences (Question 3), the students provided an 
overwhelmingly positive response to the open-ended question on whether they enjoyed the 
projects overall. Only three negative responses were received, with one student stating that not 
much can be learned from a once-off project and that lecturers should make a greater effort to 
explain why the project was necessary:  
“I never felt that I benefited from any of them. Partly due to the fact that all are 
once off events and being so young we don’t know what we are supposed to learn 
in the project. Vital skills like communication is learned from communicating 
regularly with people that you don’t know. Not from a project that you do once 
per year. Critical thinking should be learned on a continuous basis not only in 
projects”. 
 From the positive responses, students mentioned that they learned how to work within a 
team as a number of the projects were within a group format. They had to learn to navigate the 
challenges of working with different people with strong opinions. This was especially true in 
the PwC #ExtraAudinary project where the students were randomly placed in groups and they 
could not choose their team members. Students further mentioned that they learned from the 
real-life scenarios that the projects emulated which included current affairs and a simulation of 
their future work environment. They also found the projects a fun way to grow as a person 
intellectually and technically and to move out of their comfort zones. As the projects were 
sponsored by future employers, they opened up communication and interaction with members 
of the profession and provided students with a view to the possibilities and opportunities 




“I highly enjoyed the projects. I felt that my ability to understand different people 
and work with people in a team was developed, further my ability to effectively 
communicate with people was improved. The projects introduced a new way to 
approach and tackle real life problems and introduced critical thinking. The 
projects developed my professional writing abilities and my ability to research 
difficult topics. The projects allowed me an opportunity to present my projects 
and learn from the experience of having to convey your idea and opinions to 
others”. 
The ability to learn from different people and to work within a team also posed the biggest 
challenge to students. This can be seen from the response in Table 3, where only 73% enjoyed 
the social aspects of the projects (Question 21) and the response showing the highest range of 
the responses (SD = 1.281). Students had to deal with uncooperative or lazy team members, 
team members missing deadlines and conflict within the teams. Working in a team also requires 
a certain amount of trust, which is hard to establish when your mark for a project is dependent 
on the quality of the work of others. Another challenge experienced by students were the 
management of time in balancing the projects while still attending lectures and completing 
other work in their other subjects. What was encouraging to see was that even though the 
students identified challenges, they also realised that within those challenge, there were 
learning opportunity. Learning to navigate different personalities, non-participating members 
and members who miss deadlines is a hard but necessary lesson. The following two students’ 
responses convey these learning opportunities: 
“Working with people of different personalities. However, this has helped me to 
have emotional intelligence, respect others (give them a chance so that you can 
learn from each other regardless of their accent, religion, race, economic 
background, academic background, etc.) and to be very adaptable”. 
“The ExtraAudinary assignment was quite challenging in that I never met anyone 
in my group prior to commencement of the project. This also acted a networking 
opportunity teaching me how to read people and work with new people. My 
biggest challenge was our team being let down by a member at the last hour 
resulting in the rest of us having to take on his work load at the end. In retrospect, 





The objective of this paper was to understand whether students perceived that the sponsored 
projects they encountered in their undergraduate accounting programme developed any of the 
pervasive skills required by the SAICA Competency Framework. Within the undergraduate 
accounting programme at the university where the study was conducted, six projects are 
undertaken by students, sponsored by stakeholders and future employers of the students. The 
projects include a boardgame, several written assignments, a case study and a project 
simulating a real-life audit, with some completed individually and others as a group. The 
projects therefore include a variety of teaching approaches and strategies and were incorporated 
into the curriculum following a reflective and considered process (Cloete, 2018; Grimm & 
Blazovich, 2016; Woods et al., 2000). 
 The projects are included in the undergraduate accounting programme for several 
reasons, however, the main aim is to instil pervasive skills. It was therefore encouraging to see 
that students perceived the projects to have developed their critical thinking and problem-
solving skills, promoted their ethical awareness, enhanced their communication skills (mainly 
in a written format) and assisted them to work within a team. It was also these skills, along 
with adapting to changes, that students considered to be important skills for a successful CA to 
display. 
 A skill lesser mentioned by students in the open-ended questions, but one which was 
perceived to be well-developed, was professionalism. Students found that through their 
interactions with their peers in the projects as well as their interactions with members of the 
profession, they learned how to treat others in a professional manner. Through the case studies 
and simulation-type assignments, students were exposed to their future role as accountants and 
were able to put real-life experiences into practice. This is emphasised in the following 
comment from a student: 
“It was a great and life changing experience, because you get to deal with real life 
projects and you get the feel of the work environment before going to the job 
market.” 
 The main challenge through their participation in the projects was navigating teamwork. 
Students had to learn to trust other students with assigned tasks, trust that they would stick to 
deadlines and trust that their work would be of an acceptable standard. This was especially 
evident in the PwC #ExtraAudinary project, where groups were randomly assigned, that 
students needed to deal with the demands of the project, while getting to know their fellow 
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group members. It was, however, noted that the skill of managing a team cannot be conveyed 
within a lecture setting and therefore the projects had a distinct place within the undergraduate 
programme. 
  Pervasive skills play an important role in the education of students at an undergraduate 
level as they are competencies and behaviours required by graduates to be successful in the 
work environment (Barac & du Plessis, 2014; Collet et al., 2015; de Villiers, 2010). Due to the 
importance of pervasive skills, this study has focused on the perceptions of students on the 
acquisition of these skills within the safe environment of their undergraduate programmes 
where students can practice these skills without major business consequences. 
 
8. Limitations of the study and future research 
As with all research, there are limitations. In this study, the generalisability of the results could 
be limited as the students’ perceptions were only tested at one university and only focused on 
the skills taught through sponsored projects specific to the university where the study was 
conducted. Developing such skills occurs through a whole-of-programme approach and future 
studies could consider students’ perceptions of skills acquired throughout the entire duration 
of their undergraduate degree. The project descriptors in section 4.3 provide the relevant 
information for each project so that comparisons can be drawn with projects undertaken by 
other institutions. 
 Another limitation is that the study was only performed with one set of students after 
they had completed their undergraduate degree. Future research could consider the 
development of skills over a period of several years at the same higher education institution to 
form a time series of student perceptions on the development of pervasive skills. 
 The research shows that students are aware of pervasive skills being developed in the 
projects undertaken by them during their undergraduate studies. It appears, however, that not 
all students were able to make the connection between their technical knowledge and the skills 
being developed. Educators could therefore place more emphasis on the pivotal importance  of 






1.  After the successful completion of the three-year programme, students are required to complete a 
Postgraduate Diploma or Honours Degree in Accounting.  The ITC is the standard-setting exam 
which is written after the completion of the accredited Postgraduate Diploma or Honours Degree in 
Accounting. It is an assessment of core technical and pervasive competence. 
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